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1. Introduction

Killing tensors, Killing-Yano forms and Killing-Yano tensors have many uses: Killing tensors
correspond to “hidden” symmetries of bosonic models [1–3]. They are also instrumental for
separating variables in General Relativity [4, 5] and string equations [6], and are used in the study
of G-structures [7, 8]. Killing tensors characterise the symmetries of Laplacians [9]. Killing-Yano
tensors square to Killing tensors and characterise the symmetries of the Dirac equation [10] and
are also related to novel supersymmetries in sigma models and strings [11, 12]. Supersymmetric
Killing-Yano tensors [13] characterise the symmetries of super Laplacians [14–16]. Finally, KTs
arise in the context of hyperKähler geometry [17]. Of particular interest in the present context is
the relation of Killing-Yano tensors to asymptotic conserved charges [18, 19]. In this presentation
we will give lightning reviews of a few of these topics and report on some new results [20, 21] and
[22].

The paper is organised as follows: Section 2 contains the definition of Killing tensors and
illustrations of their use in constructing invariants along geodesics, separating variables and their
role in determining symmetries of the Laplacian. Section 3 contains the definition of Killing-Yano
forms and illustrations of their use for constructing rank two Killing tensors, conserved currents,
and asymptotic charges. In three dimensions we introduce a current based on the Cotton tensor
and display its form in superspace as well as in ordinary space. Section 4 contains the definition of
Killing-Yano tensors with both symmetric and antisymmetric sets of indices and an illustration of
how they are used to find invariants of spinning particles and for spinning tensionless strings.
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2. Killing tensors

In this section we introduce Killing tensors (KTs), their generalisation to conformal Killing
tensors (CKTs) and illustrate their usefulness in a couple of examples.

An 𝑛th rank Killing tensor is a completely symmetric tensor 𝑓 `1...`𝑛 that satisfies the equation

∇(`1 𝑓`2...`𝑛+1) = 0 , (1)

whereas a conformal Killing tensor is trace-free and satisfies

∇(`1 𝑓`2...`𝑛+1) = 𝑛𝑔(`1`2 𝑓`3...`𝑛+1) , (2)

where the rank 𝑛 − 1 tensor 𝑓 is determined by tracing both sides:

𝑓`1...`𝑛−1 =
1

𝐷 + 2(𝑛 − 1) ∇a 𝑓
a
`1...`𝑛−1 . (3)

2.1 Uses of KTs

In this subsection we indicate some of the most important uses of KTs.

Conservation along geodesics

Let 𝑥` (𝜏) be a geodesic, an over dot denote 𝜏-derivative and let 𝑝` := ¤𝑥` be the tangent vector
to the geodesic. The covariant directional derivative along the geodesic is denoted

𝐷

𝑑𝜏
= 𝑝`∇` (4)

and the geodesic equation is

𝐷𝑝`

𝑑𝜏
= 0 . (5)

If 𝑓 is an 𝑛th rank Killing tensor, the quantity

𝑄 = 𝑓`1...`𝑛 𝑝
`1 . . . 𝑝`𝑛 (6)

is then conserved along the geodesic [23],

𝐷

𝑑𝜏
𝑄 = 𝑝`∇`𝑄 = 𝑝`∇` 𝑓`1...`𝑛 𝑝

`1 . . . 𝑝`𝑛 (7)

= ∇(` 𝑓`1...`𝑛) 𝑝
`𝑝`1 . . . 𝑝`𝑛 = 0 ,

where we used (5) and (1). Note that this is a purely geometric construction. Since the equations of
motion of point-particles are geodesics it can be used to construct invariants for particles moving in
geometries that allow KTs. It can also be extended to provide invariants for spinning particles [13]
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and for tensionless strings [22].

Separation of variables

Here we briefly describe one of the most important uses of KTs, for separation of variables.
The literature on this is vast, see, e.g., [1, 6]. Below we sketch the logic following the presentation
in [6].

Let 𝑆 = 𝑊 (𝑋) + 1
2 𝑡`

2 be Hamilton’s principal function and𝑊 his characteristic function, for a
system with Hamiltonian 𝐻 = 1

2 𝑝𝑔
−1𝑝. The Hamilton-Jacobi equation

𝐻 (𝑋, 𝜕𝑆
𝜕𝑞
, 𝑡) + 𝜕𝑆

𝜕𝑡
= 0 (8)

then reads

𝑔`a𝜕`𝑊𝜕a𝑊 + `2 = 0 , (9)

where ` is a constant. Assume that the coordinates (𝑋) can be divided into two distinct groups
denoted by (𝑥) and (𝑦). If the following conditions are satisfied,

𝑊 = 𝑊𝑥 (𝑥1, ...𝑥𝑘) +𝑊𝑦 (𝑦𝑘+1...𝑦𝑛) (10)

𝑔`a =
𝑋`a (𝑥) + 𝑌 `a (𝑦)

𝑓𝑥 − 𝑓𝑦
, 𝑋 𝑦a = 0 , 𝑌 𝑥a = 0 ,

𝜕𝑦 𝑓𝑥 = 0, 𝜕𝑥 𝑓𝑦 = 0 ,

then (9) separates as

𝑋`a𝜕`𝑊𝜕a𝑊 + `2 𝑓𝑥 = −𝑌 `a𝜕`𝑊𝜕a𝑊 + `2 𝑓𝑦 (11)

with the left hand side a function of 𝑥 only and the right hand side a function of only 𝑦. Applying
the usual argument that the two sides must be separately constant, we find the following integral of
the motion

𝐼 = 𝑋`a𝜕`𝑊𝑥𝜕a𝑊𝑥 + `2 𝑓𝑥 =
(
𝑋`a − 𝑔`a 𝑓𝑥

)
𝜕`𝑊𝑦𝜕a𝑊𝑦 . (12)

It can then be shown that

𝐼 = −
( 𝑓𝑦𝑋`a + 𝑓𝑥𝑌

`a

𝑓𝑥 − 𝑓𝑦

)
𝜕`𝑊𝜕a𝑊 =: 𝐾`a𝜕`𝑊𝜕a𝑊 (13)

with 𝐾`a a second rank KT.
The key to the usefulness of this relation is that the converse is also true, as described in [6]:

Given a second rank KT, one can use it to find the separation (11).

Symmetries of the Laplacian

A symmetry of the Laplacian Δ is a linear differential operator D ≠ Δ such that [9]

ΔD = 𝛿Δ (14)

4
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for some linear differential operator 𝛿. Any linear differential operator on a Riemannian manifold
may be written in the form

𝐷 = 𝑉 `a...𝜌∇`∇a . . .∇𝜌 + lower order terms , (15)

where 𝑉 `a...𝜌 is symmetric in its indices. This tensor is called the symbol of 𝐷.
It is shown in [9] that any symmetry D of the Laplacian on a Riemannian manifold is equivalent

to one whose symbol is a CKT 𝑓 :

D = 𝑓 `a...𝜌∇`∇a . . .∇𝜌 + lower order terms. (16)

Similar results hold for the Dirac operator [10] and in superspace for super-Laplacians [14].

Having exemplified the uses of KTs, we now turn to Killing-Yano and conformal Killing-Yano
forms1.

3. Killing-Yano forms

Killing-Yano forms (KYFs) are generalisations of KTs to antisymmetric covariant tensors.

An 𝑛 th rank KYF is an 𝑛-form 𝑘 that satisfies

∇(`1𝑘`2) ...`𝑛+1 = 0 , (17)

or, equivalently,

∇`1𝑘`2...`𝑛+1 = ∇[`1𝑘`2...`𝑛+1 ] . (18)

A conformal Killing-Yano form (CKYF) satisfies

∇`1𝓀`2...`𝑛+1 = ∇[`1𝓀`2...`𝑛+1 ] +
𝑛

𝐷 − 𝑛 + 1
𝑔`1 [`2�̄�`3...`𝑛+1 ] , (19)

where

�̄�`1...`𝑛−1 = ∇`𝓀
`
`1...`𝑛−1 . (20)

Moreover, it is called closed if

∇[`1𝓀`2...`𝑛+1 ] = 0 . (21)

1We refer to the totally antisymmetric versions as Killing-Yano forms and reserve the label Killing-Yano to tensors
with mixed symmetries.

5
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3.1 Uses of KYFs

In this subsection we indicate some of the most important uses of KYFs.

The square of a KYF is a KT

In applications, it is often easier to find KYFs than KTs for a given geometry. It is then
gratifying that KYFs square to second rank KTs:

Let 𝑘`1...`𝑛 be a KYF. Consider the second rank tensor

𝑓`a = 𝑘``2...`𝑛 𝑘
`2...`𝑛

a . (22)

Then

∇𝜎 𝑓`a = ∇[𝜎𝑘``2...`𝑛 ]𝑘
`2...`𝑛
a + 𝑘 `2...`𝑛

` ∇[𝜎𝑘a`2...`𝑛 ] (23)

⇒ ∇(𝜎 𝑓`a) = 0 .

So 𝑓`a is a Killing tensor. This construction also produces rank 2 CKTs from two rank 𝑛 CKYFs
[24]. Note that when the CKYFs are different, we must explicitly symmetrise the free indices in (22).

Conserved currents

A covariantly conserved antisymmetric rank 𝑛 tensor field 𝐽 is equivalent to a co-closed 𝑛-form.
By the Poincaré lemma, this means that it is equal to the co-derivative of an (𝑛 + 1)-form ℓ in a
simply-connected open set

∇`𝐽`...`𝑛 = 0 ⇒ 𝐽`1...`𝑛 = ∇`ℓ``1...`𝑛 . (24)

This can be used to construct conserved charges for a given 𝐽. An interesting example is the
Kastor-Traschen KT current [18]:

𝐽`1...`𝑛 = − (𝑛 − 1)
4

𝑅 [`1`2
𝜌𝜎 𝑘

`3...`𝑛 ]𝜌𝜎 + (−1)𝑛+1 𝑅𝜌
[`1 𝑘`2...`𝑛 ]𝜌 − 1

2𝑛
𝑅 𝑘`1...`𝑛 , (25)

where 𝑘 is a KYF and the geometry is represented by the curvature tensor and its contractions. The
covariant divergence of 𝐽 vanishes due to Bianchi identities and the properties (18) of 𝑘 .

In [20] we show how the KT current may be rewritten in terms of the Weyl and Schouten
tensors and how it has several separately conserved constituents. Interestingly only the full current
seems to allow for Abbott-Deser (AD) charges, to which we now turn.

AD charges

In the spirit of [25] one may construct asymptotic charges for the Kastor-Traschen KT current.
If the metric has the asymptotic form

𝑔`a = �̄�`a + ℎ`a (26)

6
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and the background geometry defined by �̄�`a has a KYF �̄� , then the linearised KT current

𝐽 (𝐿)`1...`𝑛 =
(𝑛 − 1)

4
𝑅
[`1`2
𝐿 𝜌𝜎 �̄�

`3...`𝑛 ]𝜌𝜎 + (−1)𝑛+1 𝑅𝐿𝜌
[`1 �̄�`2...`𝑛 ]𝜌 − 1

2𝑛
𝑅𝐿 �̄�

`1...`𝑛 (27)

will be background conserved for certain geometries such as asymptotically flat or asymptotically
AdS ones. For 𝑛 = 2, one finds

𝑄`a ∼
∫
Σ

𝑑𝑆𝑖
√︁
|�̄� | ℓ̄`a𝑖 , (28)

which then represents a conserved “charge”. Note that this requires deriving the potential ℓ̄`a𝜌.
This derivation prompted the development of some mathematical tools.

Identities

The study of identities and integrability conditions for KTs, CKTs, KYFs and CKYFs has a
long history: [26–29]. Here we relate some recent results along this line of investigations.

In deriving the explicit relation 𝐽 (𝐿)`1...`𝑛 = ∇̄` ℓ̄``1...`𝑛 needed for construction of the charge,
we use

∇`∇a𝑘𝜌1...𝜌𝑛 = (−1)𝑛+1 (𝑛 + 1)
2

𝑅𝜎
` [a𝜌1 𝑘𝜌2...𝜌𝑛 ]𝜎 , (29)

which generalises the Killing vector relation ∇`∇a 𝑓𝜌 = 𝑅𝜎
`a𝜌 𝑓𝜎 . From this, we derive a number

of new relations such as

𝑅`a 𝑘
`𝜎 + 𝑅`𝜎 𝑘`a = 0 (30)

for a rank 2 KYF. The corresponding identity for a general rank KYF 𝑘 reads

𝑅`
a 𝑘 [𝜎1...𝜎𝑛−1 ]` + (−1)𝑛 𝑅`

[𝜎1 𝑘𝜎2...𝜎𝑛−1 ]a`

+(𝑛 − 2)
(
(−1)𝑛𝑅a`_[𝜎1 𝑘𝜎2...𝜎𝑛−1 ]

_` + 1
2
𝑅_` [𝜎1𝜎2 𝑘𝜎3...𝜎𝑛−1 ]a

_`

)
= 0 . (31)

Several other new identities are to be found in [20]. The following one, involving the Einstein tensor

𝐺`a = 𝑅`a − 1
2𝑔`a𝑅, (32)

reads

𝑘`a∇`𝐺a𝜌 = 0 . (33)

The corresponding identity for a general rank KYF 𝑘 reads

(𝑛 − 1)
(
∇a 𝑅`

[𝜎1

)
𝑘𝜎2...𝜎𝑛−1 ]`a +

1
2

(∇`𝑅) 𝑘` [𝜎1...𝜎𝑛−1 ] = 0 . (34)

We use (33) to prove that

𝐾`a = 2𝐺𝜌
[` 𝑘a ]𝜌 (35)

is a conserved “current”. Note that in a given geometry this leads to a relation between the KYF and the
energy-momentum tensor on shell. More details may be found in [20].

7
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The identity (29) may be generalized to CKYTs (19) (as well as to geometries with torsion, see [21]).
For a second rank CKYT 𝓀 , it reads

∇`∇a𝓀𝜌𝜎 = −3
2
𝑅𝜏

` [a𝜌𝓀𝜎 ]𝜏 −
3

𝐷 − 1
𝑔` [a∇𝜌�̄�𝜎 ] +

2
𝐷 − 1

∇`

(
𝑔a [𝜌�̄�𝜎 ]

)
. (36)

PCCKYF

The closed conformal Killing-Yano forms defined in (21) play an important role when 𝑛 = 2 and it is
non-degenerate as a matrix. It is then called a principal closed conformal Killing-Yano tensor and is the
starting point for constructing a hierarchy of KYTs and KTs that can be used to characterise the solution.
E.g., for the Kerr-NUT-(A)dS family this principal tensor generates a hierarchy of Killing vectors that ensures
complete integrability of geodesic motion and separability of the Hamilton-Jacobi, Klein-Gordon, and Dirac
equations, see [3].

Cotton current comments

Above we have focused on the KT current. Another current, the Killing-Yano Cotton current, was
recently constructed in [21]. Here we briefly describe this current.

The Cotton tensor is defined in 𝐷 ≥ 3 dimensions as

𝐶`a𝜌 ≡ 2(𝐷 − 2)∇[𝜌𝑆a ]` = 2∇[𝜌𝑅a ]` − 1
(𝐷 − 1) 𝑔` [a∇𝜌]𝑅 . (37)

It satisfies

𝐶`a𝜌 = 𝐶` [a𝜌] ,

𝐶[`a𝜌] = 0 ,

∇`𝐶`a𝜌 = 0 . (38)

Recall that a second rank CKYF 𝓀 satisfies

∇`𝓀a𝜌 = ∇[`𝓀a𝜌] +
2

𝐷 − 1
𝑔` [a�̄�𝜌] , (39)

and consider

𝐽` ≡ 𝐶`a𝜌
𝓀a𝜌 . (40)

That this is a conserved current follows from

∇`𝐽
` = (∇`𝐶

`a𝜌)𝓀a𝜌 + 𝐶`a𝜌∇`𝓀a𝜌 (41)

= 0 + 𝐶`a𝜌 (∇[`𝓀a𝜌] +
2

𝐷 − 1
𝑔` [a �̄�𝜌]) = 0 ,

since 𝐶 is conserved, symmetric and traceless. We define a charge for this current. Since

∇`𝐽
` =

1√︁
|𝑔 |
𝜕`

(√︁
|𝑔 | 𝐽`

)
= 0 , (42)

one can define a conserved charge Q as

Q ≡
∫
Σ𝜏

𝑑 (𝐷−1)𝑥 𝐽` 𝑛` , (43)

8
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with 𝑛` normal to the spacelike surface Σ. We apply this construction to the Plebański-Demiański metric
where we can carry out the integration for certain values of the metric parameters in [21].

3𝐷

In three dimensional topologically massive gravity, the Cotton tensor, or its descendant, the York tensor

𝐶`a =
1√︁
|𝑔 |
𝜖 `𝜎𝜌∇𝜎𝑆𝜌

a , (44)

has a prominent role. In [30], it is used to define asymptotic charges using a current based on the energy-
momentum tensor and an asymptotic Killing vector. In [21], we compare it to our Cotton current in 3𝐷 with
some interesting results.

3𝐷 is also our starting point for lifting conserved currents to supergravity to which we now turn.

3𝐷 conformal supergravity

In this section we use Greek letters for spinor indices while vector indices are represented by Latin
letters or, equivalently, by pairs of spinor indices.

In three dimensions, conformal supergravity may be defined by the following algebra of covariant
derivatives [31, 32]

{∇𝛼,∇𝛽} = 2𝑖∇𝛼𝛽 ,

[∇𝑎,∇𝛼] = 1
4 (𝛾𝑎)

𝛽
𝛼 𝑊𝛽𝛾𝛿𝐾

𝛾𝛿 ,

[∇𝑎,∇𝑏] = − 𝑖
8 𝜖𝑎𝑏𝑐 (𝛾

𝑐)𝛼𝛽∇𝛼𝑊𝛽𝛾𝛿𝐾
𝛾𝛿 − 1

4 𝜖𝑎𝑏𝑐 (𝛾
𝑐)𝛼𝛽𝑊𝛼𝛽𝛾𝑆

𝛾 . (45)

The notation is that spinor indices are 𝛼, 𝛽, . . . , vector tangent space indices are 𝑎, 𝑏, . . . . The usual
convention that a vector index is represented by a symmetric pair of spinor indices also applies. Thus
𝐾𝛼𝛽 is the vector generator of special conformal transformations while 𝑆𝛾 generates 𝑆 supersymmetry
transformations.

The super Cotton tensor [32]𝑊 obeys

𝑊𝛼𝛽𝛾 = 𝑊(𝛼𝛽𝛾)

∇𝛼𝑊𝛼𝛽𝛾 = 0

𝐾𝑎𝑊𝛼𝛽𝛾 = 0 , (46)

where the last relation identifies𝑊 as a primary field.

The super Cotton current

Armed with these relations, we turn to the super Cotton current [21].

We take a superconformal Killing supervector field b to be given by

b = b𝑎∇𝑎 + b𝛼∇𝛼 , (47)

with b𝑎 a primary field. It follows that

∇(𝑎b𝑏) =
1
3[𝑎𝑏∇𝑐b

𝑐

∇𝛽𝛾b𝛼 = − 2
3 𝜖

𝛼(𝛽∇𝛾)
𝜎b

𝜎 , (48)

9



P
o
S
(
C
O
R
F
U
2
0
2
1
)
1
4
9

Uses of Killing and Killing-Yano Tensors Ulf Lindström

where the next to last relation defines a conformal Killing vector and the last one a conformal Killing spinor.
We may now construct a supergravity version of our Cotton current. To this end, we define

𝑘𝛼 = 𝑊𝛼𝛽𝛾b
𝛽𝛾

𝑘𝛼𝛽 = ∇𝛼𝑘𝛽 = (∇(𝛼𝑊𝛽)𝛾𝛿)b𝛾𝛿 + 4𝑖𝑊𝛼𝛽𝛾b
𝛾 . (49)

These satisfy

∇𝛼𝑘𝛼 = 0

∇𝛼𝛽𝑘𝛼𝛽 = 0 , (50)

and the lowest component of the first part of 𝑘𝛼𝛽 is the bosonic Cotton current. In a more covariant form we
have

(𝑘𝐴) = (𝑘𝛼𝛽 , 𝑘𝛼) (51)

with

∇𝐴𝑘
𝐴 = 0 . (52)

We note that this construction opens the novel field of super invariants from super Killing tensors.

4. Killing-Yano tensors

In this section we introduce the mixed KYTs and exemplify some of their uses. Here we only consider
a Minkowski space background.

A product of a conformal Killing vector 𝓀𝑎 and a CKY 2-form 𝓀`a projected onto the highest weight
representation gives an object

𝐴`,a𝜌 := 𝓀` (a𝓀𝜌) +
1

(𝑛 − 1)
(
[` (a (𝓀 · 𝓀)𝜌) − [a𝜌 (𝓀 · 𝓀)`

)
, (53)

In [13] this construction is generalised2 to tensors 𝐴𝑝1 , 𝑝2 ,...,𝑞 with 𝑝1 ≥ 𝑝2 ≥ . . . being the number of boxes
minus one in the columns starting from the left. For example,

𝐴𝑝1 , 𝑝2 ,𝑞 ∼

𝑞︷           ︸︸           ︷
, (54)

where there are 𝑝1 + 1 boxes in the first column and 𝑝2 + 1 in the second. The differential constraint satisfied
by this tensor is

𝜕𝐴𝑝1 , 𝑝2 ,𝑞 3

𝑞+1︷               ︸︸               ︷
= 0 . (55)

2There is a different generalisation of KYFs in [33].
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For the particular case 𝐴𝑝,𝑞 the Young tableau is

𝐴𝑝,𝑞 ∼

𝑞︷           ︸︸           ︷
(56)

with (𝑝 + 1) boxes in the first column. The differential constraint satisfied by such a CKYT is that, when a
derivative is applied to 𝐴𝑝,𝑞 , the traceless tensor corresponding to the Young tableau with one extra box on
the first row has to vanish, i.e.,

𝜕𝐴𝑝,𝑞 3

𝑞+1︷           ︸︸           ︷
= 0 . (57)

This kind of tensors appears naturally in the context of the spinning particle [11, 34].

4.1 Uses of KYTs
These Killing-Yano tensors can, e.g., be used for finding invariants of spinning particles and for spinning

tensionless strings.
Spinning Particle

In [21] invariants for the spinning particle are constructed using 𝐴𝑝,𝑞 CKYTs3. It is shown that
invariants take the form

𝐹 = _𝑝𝐴𝑝,𝑞 𝑝
𝑞 + 𝛼(𝑝, 𝑞)_𝑝+2𝑑𝐴𝑝+2,𝑞−1𝑝

𝑞−1 := 𝐴 + 𝑑𝐴 , (58)

where 𝐴𝑝,𝑞 is in the representation (56), satisfies the constraint (57) and

𝛼(𝑝, 𝑞) := 𝑖
(−1) (𝑝+1)𝑞

(1 + 𝑝 + 𝑞) , (59)

(
𝑑𝐴𝑝+2,𝑞−1

)
a1...a𝑝+2 ,`1...`𝑞−1

:= 𝜕[a1𝐴a2...a𝑝+1 ,a𝑝+2 ]`1...`𝑞−1 . (60)

Spinning tensionless string

In [22] we take advantage of the close relation between the spinning tensionless string [36] and the
spinning particle [37]: In a particular gauge the spinning tensionless string is a collection of spinning particles
obeying certain constraints. We are then able to generalise the construction of invariants for the spinning
particle to the spinning tensionless string.

5. Summary

We have given the definitions of KTs, CKTs, KYFs, CKYFs and KYTs and listed a number of applications
for each of these. In addition, we have presented some recent results on conserved currents, (asymptotic)

3Integrability for the spinning particle is discussed in a different context in [35].
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charges, nontrivial identities and their applications to spinning particles and spinning tensionless strings. In
particular, the extension of conserved currents to 3𝐷 supergravity represents a novel and promising line of
research.
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